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Operation
Heartbeat
May 18, 2000
Contact: Paul Laisy, Operation Heartbeat committee chair, (406) 549-6172.
OPERATION HEARTBEAT KICKS O FF DEFIBRILLATOR PROGRAM
MISSOULA As part of a nationwide effort by the American Heart Association to reduce human
fatalities from cardiac arrest, Missoula’s Operation Heartbeat launched a campaign Thursday,
May 18, to educate the business community about the automated external defibrillator, a small,
easy-to-use device that can save lives.
Roughly 95 percent of all cardiac arrest victims die. That translates to 500,000
Americans each year. In Missoula County, 32 percent of all deaths are from heart disease,
according to Paul Laisy, who works for the Missoula Rural Fire District and chairs Operation
Heartbeat in Missoula.
Death occurs because victims often develop a lethal arrhythmia called ventricular
fibrillation. Defibrillation counters that with an electric shock to the heart to restart its normal
rhythms. Unless a normal heartbeat is restored in five to seven minutes, Laisy said, death of
the victim is almost certain. In many cases, emergency personnel from a fire department or
ambulance service cannot reach the scene within that short time, he said.
H ere’s where Operation Heartbeat and the AED come in. Operation Heartbeat wants
AEDs strategically located in the community for quicker response to heart attacks.
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“Our goal is to try to have the defibrillator available for the patient in three to four
minutes maximum,” Laisy said. “That’s when there’s the highest probability of successfully
converting the heart rhythm back to normal and not leaving the patient with mental or physical
damage.”
The campaign’s goal is to get businesses and agencies to come aboard this life-saving
effort, particularly those with a lot of employees or a high volume of person traffic such as
malls or government offices, Laisy said. Golf courses and fitness centers where people exert
themselves also are prime targets for the Operation Heartbeat campaign. Here are some quick
facts:
■ The AED typically costs about $3,000, but the Missoula County Emergency
Services Council has put together a deal to buy them for $2,200 to $2,500.
■ The device is 7 to 8 inches square by 3 inches thick and fits into a small case for
easy storage and portability.
■ Technology has made it simple to use. One button turns it on and a voice prompts
the operator. Instructions are shown on the screen. Following those instructions, the operator
sticks two large pads to the patient’s chest and presses a second button. This tells the AED to
look for a specific heart rhythm. If the AED determines the rhythm is lethal, the operator is
prompted to push the third button to administer a shock to the patient’s heart.
■ AEDs almost take care of themselves. They test themselves at 3 a.m. every day, and
if they find a problem, they make it known. Their lithium battery needs replacement every five
years.
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■ Training in how to use the AED takes three and a half hours, which include training
in cardiopulmonary resuscitation. “Sometimes the breathing doesn’t start right away after
defibrillation, so CPR is needed,” Laisy said.
■ The Missoula Rural Fire District is a community training center for the American
Heart Association and has many instructors from the community it can call on to do the
training. The training programs would be customized, Laisy said.
“We would set these programs up individually so we could help plan with (the
business),” he said. “We would help them decide how many defibrillators they need and the
best place to keep it and then provide the training.”
Missoula is the only Montana city piloting this program and one of only five cities
chosen in the Northwest. The others are Anchorage, Alaska; Boise, Idaho; Tacoma, Wash.,
and Portland, Ore. Missoula sponsors, besides AHA, are The University of Montana,
Community and St. Patrick hospitals, Missoula City Fire Department, Missoula Rural Fire
District, Missoula Emergency Services Inc., Missoula County 911 and Blue Mountain Clinic.
“We believe, and the American Heart Association evidence shows, that we could save
anywhere from 20 percent to 60 percent of (cardiac arrest victims) in Missoula County by
having defibrillators strategically placed . . . , ” Laisy said. “From a business point of view, if
they can save an employee’s or a customer’s life, that seems like a pretty good business
decision.”
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